‘The Exodus is not just a story, it’s our history’

The African Hebrew Israelites, a Bible-based community in Dimona with African American roots, has its own
unique way of celebrating the Passover festival. Twice, in fact
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At dawn on Tuesday morn-
ing, a large group gathered on
a mountain in the Negev des-
ert to reenact the moments
leading up to the Israelites’
exodus from Egypt.

Dressed in robes and flow-
ing dresses, these pilgrims
prayed, sang spirituals and
discarded the leftovers from
their seder meals into the
flames of a massive bonfire,
in a scene that evoked com-
parisons to the film “The Ten
Commandments.”

“It's one thing to see Charl-
ton Heston in a movie,” said
Ahbir Ben Israel, who stoked
the fire with kerosene. “But
we know that the Exodus is
not just a story, it's our his-
torv.”

The burning of excess food
from the seder meal is just
one of the ways that the Af-
rican Hebrew Israelites, also
known as the Black Hebrews,
try to “take that ancient re-
ality and make it contempo-
rary,” Ben Israel said. They
also remain in their houses
from midnight until daybreak
- when the Angel of Death is
believed to have passed over
the Israelites' houses - and,
according to God's instruc-
tions, sleep in their clothing
in order to be able to flee at
any moment.

“It reflects how serious we
are about getting closer and
closer to the Creator,” he said.

For a time, the Hebrews
even slaughtered a lamb and
smeared its blood on their
doorposts, just as the Isra-
elites did, so that their first-
born sons would be spared
from death. They discon-
tinued the practice after ar-
riving in Israel in 1969 and
adopting a vegan diet.

As African Americans
who identify with the tribe of
Judah, and whose ancestors,
they believe, endured two pe-
riods of enslavement - one in
Egypt and one in the United
States - the Passover tale has
special resonance for the He-
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“Historically, we're always

Community members praying on & mountalntop in Dimona on Tuesday,

inspired by the story of the
people being led out of Egypt,
and the many trials and tribu-
lations that were experienced
on that journey,” said Prince
Immanuel Ben Yehuda, a
community spokesman. “We
always felt like we were liv-
ing it."

He said he personally
looks forward to the burning
ceremony on the mountain
because it allows him “to get
rid of some of those charac-
teristics, like doubt and fear,
that vou don't want to carry
into the next year."

During this week of Pass-
over, which they call the Feast
of Unleavened Bread, the He-
brews eat tortilla-like home-
made matza and “fast” from
Western music and movies.

The Hebrews actually cel-
ebrate two Passovers: They
commemorate their exodus
from the United States, which
they view as a modern-day
Babylon, every May during
a two-day festival known as
New World Passover.

Their literal interpretation
of the Torah extends bevond

their observance of Passover
to nearly every facet of their
culture.

For example, they cite
Genesis 1:29 as the reason
for adopting a vegan diet:
“And God said, Behold, I have
given you every herb bearing
seed, which is upon the face of
all the earth, and every tree,
in which is the fruit of a tree
yielding seed; to you it shall
be for meat.” They point to
Methuselah, who according
to the same book of the Bible
lived to the ripe old age of 969,
as inspiration in their quest to
achieve immortality.

Earlier this month, they
celebrated Rosh Hashanah
based on their interpretation
of a verse in Exodus that iden-
tifies the first day of the He-
brew month of Nisan (called
Aviv in the Torah) as the “be-
ginning of months,” not Tish-
rei, which is when most Jews
mark the new year. (Like
Karaite Jews, the Hebrews
reject the Oral Law - the
Mishna and the Talmud.)

Karaliah Eshet Prince
Gavriel Ha'Gadol left Chica-

go in 1967 with the founding
members of the community,
which now numbers about
2,500, She spent two and a half
yvears in the jungles of Liberia
before moving to Israel and
said her favorite part of cele-
brating Passover is being with
her family in a land where she
feels “free to worship Yah" -
the preferred Hebrew term
for God in the community -
“with nobody dictating to you

*how and when to do s0.”

For Elkannon Ben Shale-
akh, who was also part of the
vanguard group, the signifi-
cance of Passover is the op-
portunity it provides “to start
over again.”

The walls of the bungalow
he shares with his wife and
several other families in the
community's compound in
Dimona, called the Village
of Peace, are decorated with
photos of civil rights leaders,
including Malcolm X and Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr., as well as
several portraits of Ben Ammi
Ben Israel, the spiritual leader
of the community, whom he
called “a Moses-type figure.”
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At his seder on Monday
evening, there was no gefilte
fish, brisket or matza ball
soup. Instead, Ben Shaleahk
and his family leasted on
eggplant parmesan (with soy
cheese), stuffing with gravy,
kale greens, salad and soy ice
cream for dessert.

He explained that the bit-
ter herb that is traditionally
eaten during the Passover
seder represents “the 400
years of slavery and poverty
in America." The sweet cha-
roset, meanwhile, represents
the Hebrews' joy of living as a
free people in their homeland.

While his journey has not
been easy - oneof his children
died in Liberia after falling
into a well, and another son,
Aharon, was killed by a Pales-
tinian gunman while perform-
ing at a bat mitzvah in Hadera
in 2002 = he said he and the rest
of the Hebrews have sustained
themselves through their ad-
herence to the Bible.

“We were caught up in the
Book, and we were trying to
live it out,” Ben Yehuda said.
“We're still doing that.”



